Electron Paramagnetic Resonance (EPR), also known as electron spin resonance (ESR), is a spectroscopic technique used to investigate paramagnetic (unpaired electron) compounds. Electrons, like nuclei*, have charge and spin and therefore have a magnetic moment and are susceptible to a magnetic field. EPR measures the energy of spin transitions when unpaired electrons are in a magnetic field. The energy will lead to the characteristic g-factor for the molecule being analyzed. This technique is analogous to nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR), but the electron has a much larger magnetic moment and a larger energy gap for spin transitions than nuclei.
ranging between 1.99 and 2.01 -however transition metals have a much larger range. The g-factor is unique to each type of paramagnetic center -and can be used to identify an unknown.
External Magnetic Field
Quantum mechanics shows that the electron spin is quantized to be \(\dfrac{1}{2}\) times planck's constant (which is widely omitted for simplicity). In the presence of an external field along the z-axis, the projection of the spin, M s, oriented along the z-axis can only take on the values \(\pm\dfrac{1}{2}\). The positive M s corresponds to a antiparallel orientation to the field and a negative value indicates a parallel orientation to the direction of the field. The energy difference after the degeneracy is broken is:
Beginning with the Hamiltonian for electron spin we have:
We see our expression for \(\Delta E\) for the spin transition.
When a photon of energy equal to \(\Delta E\) is absorbed, the electron transitions to the higher energy state. The energy of this transition is similar in magnitude to microwave radiation. This gives two options for spectroscopy: either the magnetic field can be fixed and the photon energies can be changed, or the photon energy can be fixed and the magnetic field varied. Generally, spectra are better resolved at higher frequencies.
Detection
Microwaves propagate to the sample located in a resonator between the two poles of an electromagnet. The resonator size is chosen such that a standing wave is formed with a maximal energy density at the sample position. Likewise, the sample location is such that there is the most uniform external magnetic field. Detectors for EPR employ phase sensitivity and noise reduction techniques to filter out the unwanted (not at the constant value) photon frequencies. Likewise, an additional magnetic modulation field is applied in the resonator to boost resolution -as a result change in absorption is measured relative to the modulation field which gives a first derivative spectrum.
Furthermore, as spin populations can be related by the Maxwell-Boltzmann distribution, EPR is normally performed at low temperatures (10-15 K) to ensure that excitation and absorption are the most probable events. The ground state (n 0 ) population available to be EPR observable is shown by:
Keeping T as low as possible results in a large n 0, producing a large EPR signal.
UC Davis ChemWiki is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 United States License.
The intensity of absorption by the sample is directly proportional to the relative numbers of unpaired electrons in the sample.
Double integration of the derivative spectrum of absorbance can be used to estimate concentrations -which is utilized for quantitative EPR studies, especially those that are characterizing kinetics.
Hyperfine Coupling
Fine structure in EPR arises from hyperfine coupling between the electron and nuclear spin magnetic moments. The most prominent interaction is from Fermi contact by unpaired electrons with s character and the nucleus. A nucleus of spin n/2 give (n+1) lines with equal intensity. Furthermore, an electron can couple to n nuclei giving n+1 lines -the intensities of which follow a binomial distribution. The distance between these lines are measured in the change in magnetic field (gauss or tesla) and is called the Hyperfine Splitting Constant (A).
The g factor of paramagnetic electrons are different from the free electron due to coupling of the orbital angular momentum and the spin (spin-orbit coupling). The strength of the coupling is dependent on direction (anisotropic). For low viscosity solutions the effects of anisotropy are averaged out. However, in crystal EPR the sample molecules are oriented in a fixed direction and the anisotropy cannot be ignored. Every paramagnetic molecule has a principal axis system that is a set of unique axes that each have their own g values (g x, g y, and g z ) and hyperfine splitting constants.
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3x3 matrix can be diagonalized to three components g xx , g yy , and g zz . For frozen powdered samples anisotropy can play a role depending on the system being studied.
Type of Frozen Sample g-value Relationship
Isotropic g x = g y = g z Axial g x = g y \(\neq\) g z Rhombic g x \(\neq\) g y \(\neq\) g z
Advantages and Disadvantages
EPR has many useful applications for paramagnetic samples. It very useful for studies of complex macromoleculesspecifically in identifying unknown molecules within macromolecules (e.g. Fe-S clusters), and is also useful for quantification (e.g. spin relaxation). EPR is a very sensitive technique and is capable of providing useful data in volumes as low as 300μL
and concentrations as low as 1 μM. Furthermore, EPR spectra can be readily taken in 15-20 minutes once the equipment is prepared.
Although EPR has high specificity -that specificity relies on unpaired electrons which might not be relevant to every system being studied. Most paramagnetic materials need temperatures as low as 20K for detection which can be an expensive constraint.
Applications in Biology
EPR is a very useful tool to study proteins with metal clusters, as proteins are usually in low concentration and volume. Just the ability of EPR to probe a metal site in an enzyme reveals information. For example, in [NiFe] hydrogenase there are many steps in the catalytic cycle where an iron atom is EPR silent and a nickel atom switches between EPR active and silent depending on the catalytic state. This, coupled with coordination information from the crystal structure, is strong evidence that the EPR silent iron must be low spin Fe(II) and the nickel cycles between Ni(I) and Ni(II) in the different catalytic states.
Also, it is very popular to spin label sites in a protein for exploration with EPR. Spin labeling usually takes advantage of the reactivity of protein thiol groups from cysteines. The most commonly used spin label is a nitroxyl radical bound to a larger heterocyclic ring. In principle this allows previously EPR silent regions to be explored. By using complex pulsed EPR techniques, such as double electron electron resonance, the distances between spin labels (or natural paramagnetic sites) can be determined -this is especially useful when crystallographic structures are unavailable.
